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UND COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS
December 16, 2005

Thank you President Kupchella for that generous introduction.
Students, members of the faculty, distinguished platform guests, and
friends and families, this is a very special day.
Graduates, congratulations. This ceremony documents and
celebrates your hard work, dedication, and accomplishments. As
President Kupchella mentioned, two of my degrees are from UND

•

and twice I sat where you are now sitting. I recall my excitement,
anticipation, and relief that so much hard work had, at least
temporarily, come to an end.
,Firsi I must tell you UND is a passion of mine. It comes from two

sources - how UND has treated me as a student and as a emp oyee
of nearly 30 years, but most importantly my passion comes from
what UND does for students .

•

•

Along with your intellectual abilities and commitment to doing your
best, UND has provided you with an education that will allow you to
compete with graduates from around the world. This is not
hyperbole, this is a fact, one affirmed on a daily basis.
There is no doubt in my mind that you have the preparation to, as
our President often admonishes our graduates, make us proud.

~~
ll}~

So how can I add to your abilities, what might I say that would add
to your preparation? Allow me to try.

•

A couple of years ago, I was being interviewed on the radio and the
host of the show asked me what one book had impacted my life? It
was a question I had not expected. I could have responded the
Bible, that would have been one good and honest example, but I
found myself saying, Habits of the Heart, a book I had first read in
the middle 80s.
It was a book about the importance of community and our
responsibility to ~

•

ihete ie meetieg its needs and actively

participate in its activities .

~~

•

As time passes, its message seems even more relevant today.
In times of rapid change, change that will have many of you moving
from job to job, career to career, city to city, there will be a
temptation to journey lightly packed. You may find yourselves
hesitating to put down roots too deeply because chances are you will
soon be uprooted. These changes can cause us to have little
allegiance to our workplaces and our communities. Participation in
service clubs, local school groups, volunteer organizations, even

•

houses of worship, appear to be unnecessary or at least lacking in
relevance because we are not part of community.
tM,U,

Jr~A sense of community is neither felt, nor more alarmingly, viewed as
desirable. The very things that a community needs, bright minds,
commitment from loyalty, and a sense of belonging, things you can
offer, are lost. And with them, your chance to make a difference.
I grew up in Rock Lake, a small town in North Dakota. At its peak,
its population never exceeded 350 people.

•

•

Only 20 miles from the border with Canada, its summers were
short, and its winters challenging. It was, and is, one of those places
on the map that often goes unnoticed and under-appreciated by
"outsiders."
Little is expected of it and even less from its inhabitants, but permit
me to tell you my story of how this community made an indelible
mark on my lifeA\ ().. ~ ~

,

First, it taught me the richness of diversity before the term was
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widely used. Some of you will be surprised to hear that; however, as
a young boy my journey down the sidewalks of the two blocks that
made up our main street, passed me by grownups speaking in
Norwegian, Swedish, Finnish, German, or in brogues so thick these
nationalities were clearly evident. On occasion an American Indian
language would be heard because a reservation was near by.

•

•

I remember only one Italian in our community and because of his
overly demonstrative manner, most of the rather stoic
Scandinavians thought he was a bit too "showy" for their taste but
they still liked him, he was part of our community.
A woman who was part owner of the cafe had only one arm. Today
we would say she was disabled. But she asked for no special
considerations and taught all of us that being different, does not
mean being something less.
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Even in this small place, not everyone was the same and there was
an excitement because we were not. There was good natured
ribbing about those differences but people were people and everyone
seemed to be valued for what they were, not who they were.

----

-

Many of them were my teachers about life.
One of those was Mr. Janke, a local grocer. From him I learned an
important lesson. Every time I came into his store he handed me a
small sucker. He usually said he had just opened a new box for
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display and there was one too many .
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I found out later be told every kid this. He taught me that being in
business meant something more than just making a profit. Treating
even the least among his customers well, was simply the right thing
to do.
From Mr. Goodyear a barber and repairer of clocks, I was taught
yet another lesson. On one of my trips to him be showed me the
disassembled mechanism of a grandfather clock. Spread out on a
large counter, it seemed like a thousand pieces of all shapes and
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sizes. Picking up the shiniest and largest piece, a gear of bright
brass, I said, "I bet this is the most important piece of all." "No," be
said, taking me by the hand and moving me to the other end of the
counter. Picking up the smallest of all the pieces, a tiny spring, be
said, "without this, the clock will not run. Every piece is
important."
As a leader I have often thought of that lesson. No one is
unimportant in an organization or a community.

•
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We may have different tasks, some of us may be more visible or have
larger responsibilities, but everyone is important and without the
contribution of each, our effectiveness as a group is less.
Ms. Ishler was a co-owner of our movie theater, or show hall, as our
community referred to it. She sold tickets each night a movie was
shown. Barely able to reach the counter, I placed my sixteen cents
in front of her, the cost of a movie ticket at that time. Calling me by
name, she made me feel I was the most important customer that
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night, something I now know she communicated to everyone. But
from her I learned how important it is to recognize people and how
important it is let people know they are valued.
Ernest Yeager was the custodian at our small school. He was the
only one. He would ring the large bell a top the school at the
beginning of the school day or when recess was over. As we passed
by him, he looked to see if we had our caps on as we entered the
school.

•
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If we did, he would grab them from our heads and tell us our hair

would turn green if we wore our caps inside the building. Until most
of us were in the third grade, we never wanted to test that theory.
It was a small thing but it was a reminder that there ,~

behaviored,

expectationYand the common courtesy of removing headgear when
entering most buildings was but one example. Today when I see
baseball caps being worn in all kinds of places, even fine
restaurants, I am sorry they didn't have a Mr. Yeager to model for

•

them.
Mrs. Bernie was a rotund middle-aged woman in our community.
She and her husband were immigrants from Scotland and her thick
Scottish accent was fun to listen to. Every Halloween my friend,
Buddy Yeager, and I would run to her house first for treats. She
made the best taffy I have ever eaten and gave out liberal amounts
to every child knocking on her door .

•
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We went there first because as we completed our rounds of the
entire community, we convinced ourselves we could stop at her
home again without her remembering our first visit.
Pulling down our store-bought masks over our faces, we imagined
her being completely fooled by us. Of course, I now realize she was
not fooled but she never let on that she knew this was our second
round.

-

I learned from her that genuine kindness does not have a limit.
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I learned humility by being humiliated by the school bully.

I learned the value of saving from the times when I had no money.

My lesson about love came when I received it but dido 't deserve it.
I learned the real meaning of intelligence when I was treated kindly

by a boy with Down Syndrome after I had unintentionally been rude
to him.

•
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I found out how much my parents knew when I insisted on placing
my tongue on the cold pump handle after several warnings from
them.
My lessons about patriotism and the need for peace didn't come
from the rhetoric of people who had not experienced war but from
our community's veterans and refugees of World Wars I and II
who had.
I learned gentleness from a burly African American veterinarian
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who I watched care for a tiny sick calf.
An example of responsibility and courage was given to me when as

-

young boys my brother and I were the victims of a run away team of
horses. My brother pushed me to safety while he remained in the
wagon trying to get the horses under control. Until his death many
years later, and today, he remained my hero.
And lastly I learned what faith was by watching those who lived
theirs .

•
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So there you have my story of my community and only a few of the
people who touched my life, most of whom had little idea of how
much.
I suspect my view of life in our community may be more idyllic than
it really was, time does allow the best of memories to surface and
others to fade, but that is okay. It is my recollection of my
community. So as you continue on your journey, may you always
grasp the opportunities and experiences to be in community with

•
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others and be willing to both learn and teach. I wish you well. Thank
you .

